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The tube wasn't broken yet.

Gordy Miller stood in the basket of the lift sixty feet above Boulder Highway and looked at the thin white line running through the green glass.

Most people would've called it fine.

Most people were looking at the sign from the ground.

The crack started near the electrode and followed the bend of the cactus arm for about six inches. Water had gotten in sometime during the winter. Then summer had arrived and done what summer always did to damaged glass in Nevada.

The section still lit. The sign still worked. The tube was still going to fail.

Gordy preferred replacing things in October instead of getting called out in January.

He adjusted the flashlight tucked under his arm and removed the retaining clip.

Below him, traffic moved along Boulder Highway with the detached confidence of people who assumed somebody else maintained the world.

The Rancho Verde sat beneath the sign.

Forty-two rooms and a pool Lorraine kept in better condition than the occupancy rate justified.

One front office with a light still on.

The motel looked better from sixty feet up.

Most things did.

The replacement tube slid into place cleanly. Green light flowed through it. Good.

The transformer still had life in it. That saved Lorraine money.

Gordy tightened the clip and rested one hand on the steel framework.

The sign hummed softly around him.

Not loud enough for tourists. Just loud enough for people who spent forty years listening.

Every sign had its own voice. Every transformer too.

Most problems announced themselves before they became problems. The trick was paying attention.

Gordy shined the flashlight through the interior structure.

Steel. Mounting brackets. Conduit.

A splice repair somebody made in 1998 that he still disliked.

The sign had history. Everything built by human beings had history. The question was whether anybody bothered looking.

He moved deeper into the framework.

A wiring housing sat behind the upper support member. He'd noticed some corrosion the last time he was here and wanted another look before he climbed down.

His hand stopped.

Gordy frowned. He reached again.

Something occupied a space that should have been empty.

Not large. Not heavy. Wrong.

He pulled his hand back and aimed the flashlight into the cavity.

A metal box sat bolted to an interior support beam.

Rectangular. Military green. No markings. No label. No visible reason to exist.

Gordy stared at it. The sign hummed. The city continued ignoring him.

He restored this sign fifteen years ago. He'd been inside it half a dozen times since. He had never seen the box.

That irritated him more than it concerned him.

He shifted in the basket and examined the mounting hardware.

Two hex bolts. A bead of silicone sealant. Weathered. Not ancient. Maybe ten years. Maybe a little more.

Definitely not original. Definitely not part of the sign.

Gordy sat back.

The box sat exactly where somebody would place it if they wanted it hidden from casual inspection and visible only to a person performing maintenance.

That seemed oddly specific.

He looked at the box. Then he looked at the motel. Then at the highway.

A pickup truck rolled through the intersection. A motorcycle followed it.

Nobody appeared worried about mystery boxes hidden inside vintage neon signs.

Reasonable people would leave it alone.

Gordy had reached an age where he appreciated reasonable behavior.

Unfortunately, he had also spent four decades fixing things.

And once you spent enough years fixing things, the difference between curiosity and obligation got harder to identify.

He leaned closer. The box wasn't part of the sign. Which meant somebody had added it.

The question wasn't why. The question was when. Questions like that tended to arrive in pairs.

He touched one of the bolts. Not rusty. Interesting.

He touched the silicone. Interesting again.

The box wasn't old enough to belong. But it wasn't new enough to explain itself.

The sign hummed. Gordy looked at the box. The box offered no guidance.

"You're a pain in the ass," he said.

The box remained professional.

Gordy sighed.

He had a utility knife on his belt. He had a socket wrench.

He had exactly enough experience to know this was a bad idea.

The problem with experience was that it also taught you something else.

Sometimes a thing ended up in front of you because nobody else had bothered noticing it.

Gordy removed the wrench from his belt.

Twenty-seven years earlier, Hari Shrestha had hidden something inside a sign.

He had no way of knowing Gordy Miller existed. No way of knowing his name.

No way of knowing there would someday be a sixty-seven-year-old neon repairman standing inside the framework at two-fifteen in the morning.

What he knew was simpler than that.

Old signs eventually needed maintenance. Careful people eventually found things.

The first bolt loosened with a metallic click.

Gordy stopped. Listened. Then loosened the second.

The city stretched away beneath him.

Glass. Steel. Old light.

A sign humming quietly in the dark.

And for the first time in twenty-seven years, the box began to open.
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Gordy put the box on his kitchen table at three-forty-seven in the morning and spent the next two hours not opening it.

The kitchen had survived two marriages.

His own and whoever owned the house before him.

The cabinets were oak. The countertop was laminate pretending to be stone. The refrigerator hummed with the determined optimism of an appliance that should have retired several administrations ago.

A collection of magnets covered the freezer door. Barbara had bought most of them.

When they divorced, she'd taken the dining room table, the good cookware, and a lamp Gordy had never particularly liked. She'd left the magnets.

Neither of them had mentioned them during negotiations.

The box sat in the middle of the kitchen table. Military green. Silent. Approximately the size of a hardcover novel.

Gordy made coffee. The box remained uninvolved.

He drank one cup standing at the counter. Then another.

Outside, Henderson was still dark. Inside, the box continued being a box.

Gordy found that mildly aggravating.

At four-thirty he sat down across from it. At four-thirty-two he realized he was sitting across from it. He stood up again.

The box appeared pleased with itself.

"Don't start."

The box maintained professional standards.

Gordy rubbed a hand across his face. He was tired. That was the explanation.

Not the box. Not the hour. Certainly not the fact that he'd brought home an unidentified container hidden inside a motel sign.

People brought stranger things home every day. Some of them married those things.

The sun began arriving around five-forty. The eastern sky lightened. The houses across the street became visible.

A sprinkler system turned on somewhere. A dog barked exactly once. The box waited.

At six-fifteen Gordy opened the refrigerator. At six-sixteen he closed it.

At six-twenty he looked at the box again.

At six-twenty-one he accepted a fact that had apparently been trying to get his attention for several hours.

The box was not going away.

Which meant his options were narrowing. Not practically. Philosophically.

Gordy disliked unresolved maintenance.

The older he got, the more things seemed determined to remain unresolved.

A sign made sense. A sign was either working or it wasn't. The world beyond signs showed less discipline.

He sat down. Pulled the box closer. Examined the latch.

Simple. Functional. Built by somebody who expected it to be opened eventually.

Gordy noticed that immediately.

The lid lifted without resistance.

Inside sat six microcassette tapes. Each occupied its own paper sleeve. Dates. Initials. Ballpoint pen. Nothing dramatic.

No cash. No photographs. No diamonds. No classified government secrets. Just tapes.

The kind of discovery that would disappoint television writers.

Beneath the tapes sat a folded sheet of paper. Water staining along the edges. Still readable.

Gordy unfolded it. Read the first name. Then the second. Then the third.

The fourth made him stop. Not because he knew the man. Because he knew the campaign.

Roy Dettmer.

The billboards were everywhere. The television commercials arrived every election cycle like seasonal allergies.

Roy smiling beside grandchildren. Roy standing in front of construction projects. Roy promising accountability.

Gordy had never met Roy Dettmer. But he'd spent enough years in Las Vegas to recognize a politician when one followed him into his kitchen.

He looked at the name again. Then folded the paper and set it beside the box.

Politics ranked somewhere between golf and destination weddings on the list of things he actively avoided.

At the bottom of the box sat a playing card. Nine of diamonds. A phone number written across the face in blue ink. No name. No explanation. No context. Just a number.

Gordy stared at it. Then at the tapes. Then at the list.

The coffee had gone cold. The refrigerator compressor clicked on.

Outside, a garbage truck moved through the neighborhood collecting evidence that people bought things.

The world continued behaving as though none of this existed. Gordy appreciated that.

He picked up one of the tapes. Microcassette. Not standard cassette. Not something he owned a player for.

That seemed significant. You couldn't listen to a microcassette tape without locating a microcassette player. Finding one would require effort. Intentional effort. A series of decisions.

Gordy viewed this as encouraging.

He returned the tape to the box. Closed the lid. Finished the coffee.

Then spent the next forty minutes convincing himself he had absolutely no reason to visit a Goodwill on Flamingo Road.

At seven-ten he lost the argument. At seven-fifteen he showered. At seven-thirty he left the house.

The Goodwill
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